Excellence through diversity : Internationalisation of curriculum and pedagogy by Ryan, Janette & Hellmundt, Susan
 
 
Excellence through diversity: Internationalisation of curriculum and pedagogy 
 











Dr Janette Ryan 
School of Education 
University of Ballarat 
PO Box 663 
Ballarat VIC 3353 




Dr Susan Hellmundt 
School of Education 
University of Wollongong 
Northfields Ave 
Wollongong NSW 2500 










Recent times have seen a large increase in the numbers of international students attending 
Australian universities. At some universities, international students comprise up to twenty 
percent of the whole student cohort. Yet university teachers report that they feel ill-equipped 
and untrained to teach such students. International students themselves report that they feel 
undervalued and that their teaching and learning needs are often not well met. This paper 
reports on research on the experiences of both university lecturers and international students of 
teaching and learning at Australian universities. This research found strong evidence of a ‘gap’ 
in perceptions between staff and students about how well the learning needs of international 
students are being met and a general lack of awareness amongst university lecturers of 
teaching and learning issues in relation to international students. The paper will detail the 
impacts of these issues in terms of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment, and the broader 
factors influencing the learning of international students. It will suggest some strategies for 
better internationalising not only curriculum content, but also teaching methods and 
assessment practices. Such strategies will be of benefit not only to international students but 











In some Australian universities the percentage of international students can range from ten to 
twenty percent of the student body (Age, 2003). The past decade has seen significant 
increases in the numbers of such students at most Australian universities.  
These changes have provided many advantages for Australian universities, such as economic 
benefits, as well as benefits to home students in terms of the cultural diversity that international 
students bring to learning environments (Cortaizzi & Jin, 1997; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; 
Hellmundt, 2001; O’Donoghue, 1996; Volet & Ang, 1998). These changes have also, however, 
placed pressures on lecturers at universities, with many reporting a lack of relevant training and 
resources in order to provide quality learning experiences and successful learning outcomes for 
their international students. International students themselves have also reported some of the 
difficulties that they encounter in studying at Australian universities (Hellmundt, 2000; Ryan, 
2002). This paper reports on research conducted independently by the researchers into the 
experiences of university staff and international students of how well universities are catering 
for the learning needs of international students. This research found remarkable similarities in 
the responses of staff and students about the potential difficulties that international students 
might have, and the areas in which these are most likely to occur, as well as in the suggestions 
made by both staff and students for better practice in this area. It suggested that there is a 
range of issues that lecturers need to be aware of in order to better understand how to meet the 
learning needs of their international students. These include the role of previous learning 
experiences and academic traditions in creating different understandings and knowledge, and 
the resultant ‘mismatch’ of expectations of staff and students.  
The prior learning experiences and academic traditions of countries from which international 
students are drawn can significantly impact on learning experiences and outcomes in new 
learning environments. The effects of ‘culture shock’ from moving from one culture to another 
on individuals’ health and emotional well-being have been well recognised (Furnham & 
Bochner, 1986; Harris, 1995; Ramsay, Barker & Jones, 1999). There is less research on the 
effects of moving to a foreign learning environment, with its different academic traditions and 
expectations (Ames, 1996; Harris, 1995; O’Donoghue, 1996). When the ‘distance’ travelled 
between cultures (Hofstede, 1991) is considerable, international students can experience 
‘cognitive shock’, or ‘cognitive dissonance’ (Festinger, 1957) when moving from one academic 
culture to another. This can significantly impairing the student’s ability to learn in the new 
environment) especially when the student has to adapt to a different set of academic 
behaviours and expectations (McFalls & Cobb-Roberts, 2001; McInerney & McInerney, 2002; 
Shaddock, 1996; Wu, 2002).  
 
There is little research about the impact of the increasing international profile of university 
students on the curricula of universities, or how international students’ cultural identities and 
academic interests can be included in teaching practice (Hellmundt, 2001). There have been 
some attempts to ‘internationalise’ the curriculum of universities and to cater for the different 
understandings and knowledge of international students (Butorac, 1997; Hellmundt, 2001; 
Ledwith, Lee, Manfredi & Wildish, 1998; McNamara & Harris, 1997; Shaddock, 1996; Talbot, 
1999) and this paper reports on some of this research. Several researchers, however, have 
found evidence of a mismatch between the expectations of international students and their 
teachers. This has produced tensions and frustration reported by lecturers because they feel 
inadequately trained to meet the learning needs of their international students and do not 
understand the source of difficulties for international students (Powell, 2003; Robertson, Line, 
Jones & Thomas, 2000; Ryan, 2000, 2002).  
 
Sources of international students’ difficulties  
 
The main source of difficulties for international students is often understood to be difficulties 
with language and deficiencies in ‘academic skills’ (Ballard & Clanchy, 1997; Robertson et al., 
2000). Although language difficulties may be a problem for many international students initially, 
research has shown that ‘mismatches’ in academic expectations and experiences are more 
likely to be the source of on-going problems for students, as well as certain aspects of teaching 
and learning practices (Ames, 1996; Bilbow, 1989; De Vita, 2001; Lin, 2001; Ryan, 2002). 
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Difficulties with language per se are also more likely to arise as a result of the types of 
language used by lecturers (Bilbow, 1989; Errey, 1994; Parke, 2003), including the use of 
unfamiliar concepts, acronyms and anecdotes, especially in some discipline areas where 
certain types of prior knowledge are assumed. Lin (2001) found that once students cross a 
certain ‘threshold’ in terms of their mastery of English, conceptual knowledge and social and 
cultural knowledge become crucial for comprehension and the ability to conform to the norms 
and conventions of reading and writing in a particular discipline area. Ames’s (1996) survey of 
international students in the United Kingdom showed only 16 percent cited English language 
problems as a major factor influencing their lack of academic success while 38 per cent of 
students stated that academic difficulties were their most significant problem. Academic 
problems, such as use of specific academic genres, peaked in the second year of their studies, 
and continued through later years, despite improvement in their English language skills. Lack of 
sophisticated expression in English can often result in students’ understandings and abilities 
being unrecognised (Errey, 1994; Felix & Lawson, 1994; Harris, 1995). 
 
Errey’s work with international students (1994) highlights the problems of the potential 
mismatch of communication between teachers and international students which can provide a 
major source of different understandings and expectations of academic work, such as the 
hidden ‘codes’ and ‘prompts’ in essay questions. Other sources of difficulty can be the nature of 
the traditional lecture or tutorial format (Bilbow, 1989; O’Donoghue,1996); difficulties posed for 
international students through the traditional Western question-answer conventions between 
teachers and students (Watson, 1999); the mismatch between the lecturer’s teaching style and 
the student’s learning style (De Vita, 2001) or the  appropriateness of the curriculum to 
international students (Ames, 1996; Butorac, 1997; Carroll, 1999; O’Donoghue, 1996). 
 
Recent research about international students tends to focus on the ways that these students 
are ‘different’ in their learning styles or approaches to study. Even recent work on strategies to 
teach international students has tended to take a ‘deficit’ view of the ‘academic skills’ of 
international students (see Ballard & Clanchy, 1997; Barker, Child, Gallois, Hones & Callan, 
1989; Beasley & Pearson, 1996; Bradley & Bradley, 1984, Robertson et al., 2000). Much of this 
research perpetuates stereotypes of, in particular, Asian students being rote or superficial 
learners, and take what Ninnes, Aitchison and Kalos (1999) call a ‘cultural-deficit approach’. 
These works, while acknowledging the structural and systemic barriers facing international 
students and prompting lecturers to re-examine their own cultural assumptions, still see these 
students as in need of ‘remediation’ through the teaching of Western academic skills. They 
focus on the need to explicitly teach international students the range of conventional academic 
skills required in Western academic milieux, rather than questioning the traditional academic 
paradigms implicit in Western academia. Recent research, however, into different cultural 
academic learning styles (Biggs, 1999; Carroll, 1999; Chalmers & Volet, 1997; Chan & Drover, 
1997; De Vita, 2001; Errey, 1994; Geake & Maingard, 1999; Kember & Gow, 1991; Richardson, 
1994; Watkins & Biggs, 2001) attempts to debunk traditional myths surrounding supposedly 
inferior learning and writing styles of, in particular, Asian and African learners. The portrayal of 
Asian students, for example, as rote learners fails to understand their search for ‘deeper’ 
understandings of a smaller range of texts, rather than a more superficial understanding of a 
broader range of texts, often found in undergraduate assessment tasks in particular.  
 
More recent research encourages a re-conceptualisation of Western academic frameworks in 
order to diversify approaches to knowledge, scholarship and teaching and learning practices 
and values (Asmar, 1999; Hellmundt, 2000, 2001; Sinclair & Britton Wilson, 1999; Talbot, 1999; 
Ryan, 2000, 2002). Such approaches also encourage a broader range of learning experiences 
and outcomes that can be of advantage to all learners, taking advantage of the diverse 
experiences and knowledge that international students bring to the classroom. 
 
Recent scholarship also raises the role of structural, systemic and attitudinal factors of Western 
universities and lecturers in the failure to recognise and acknowledge a broader range of 
academic cultural traditions and scholarship. It challenges many fundamental traditional 
Western academic paradigms such as the importance of ‘independent, critical thinking’, 
‘originality of scholarship’, ‘individualistic approaches to learning’, the ‘independent self’ and 
‘individual ownership of knowledge’. Different approaches across cultures to the ownership of 
knowledge can result in international students being accused of plagiarism (Carroll, 2002; 
Denicolo & Pope, 1999; Scollon, 1995) and penalised for behaviour for which they had 
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previously been rewarded. Hofstede’s (1991) work illustrates the cultural assumptions 
underpinning the accepted roles and power relations between the teacher and learner. 
Hofstede’s (1991) concept of ‘cultural programming’ provides a powerful analysis of the 
fundamental ways in which cultures vary, and the ways that these can impact on relationships 
between teachers and learners, and in the way that interactions between these two groups are 
shaped.  
 
The personal stories of international students of their experiences tell of the impact on 
individuals of these different approaches and the lack of understanding across the cultural 
academic divide (Cortazzi & Jin, 1997; Nagata, 1999; Ryan & Zuber-Skerritt, 1999; Vogt, 2002; 
Wu, 2002). Such accounts demonstrate that international students are a diverse group, and 
may have nothing more in common with each other than the fact that they are international 
students (Barker, 1997). 
 
Student and staff views about the learning needs of international students 
 
The researchers’ own experiences as international students in foreign speaking learning 
environments, and as teachers of international students in Australian universities, have 
impacted on our own understandings of the impacts on learning of cross-cultural travel.  Our 
research interests, conceptualisations and methods of analysis have been informed through 
personal experiences of travelling across academic cultures, and experiencing these as 
‘outsiders’. We believe that this has led to our examination of educational and academic 
cultures through a different lens, and has enabled us to develop deeper understandings of the 
impacts of the internationalisation of universities from the perspectives of international students 
and their lecturers. Our research, conducted independently, found remarkable similarities of the 
issues and experiences reported by both international students and their lecturers (Hellmundt, 
2000; Ryan, 2002).  
 
From our research, it is clear that for students, the major issues reported as providing 
difficulties were the relevancy of course content as well as the use of ethnocentric perspectives 
and materials, and the lack of recognition of different experiences, perspectives, and 
background knowledge. This also involved differing views of learning and attitudes to 
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. Course content was often problematic for students as 
they sometimes lacked background knowledge and the texts and materials used often lacked 
meaning for people from diverse cultural backgrounds and frequently contained large amounts 
of complicated texts. Lecturers have reported, however, the difficulty in findings texts that 
provide a range of different cultural examples and perspectives. Aspects of pedagogy were 
also problematic, especially the format and speed of lectures and the use of unfamiliar 
concepts, expressions and anecdotes. Participation in group discussions and group tasks was 
often difficult due to a lack of understanding by lecturers of the impacts of cultural traditions on 
participation and stereotyped views about international students’ characteristics or needs.  
 
Assessment was commonly perceived by international students as being unfair and unclear. 
They complained that they had difficulty in understanding what the lecturer was looking for and 
felt that they were unable to demonstrate their true abilities due to a lack of alternative 
assessment choices and their lack of sophisticated language to express their ideas. They 
perceived that lecturers responded to their language or communication styles rather than 
content, and were over-penalised for spelling and grammar errors.  
  
The major issues reported by students were about difficulties they had understanding, making 
sense of their learning, feeling excluded or marginalised, or feeling that their abilities or 
perspectives were not valued. Students reported that their most effective learning experiences 
were when they were given the opportunity to draw on their own previous experiences, as this 
allowed them to draw parallels between their own experiences and the concepts found within 
texts and materials used. What students particularly liked was when lecturers provided lecture 
and tutorial notes in advance, gave them opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge and 
experience in group discussions or in assessment tasks, and provided opportunities for their 
knowledge to be valued in the class and to form friendships with local students. 
 
Issues for lecturers  
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The areas reported by lecturers as those where international students may experience 
difficulties were similar to those identified by students themselves. Most lecturers were clearly 
aware of the increasing diversity of the student body, but often felt ill-prepared and trained to 
deal with this. Many, however, had worked hard and enthusiastically to make changes to their 
teaching and learning practices to be more inclusive of students. Most of these teachers felt 
that these changes were better meeting the needs of diverse groups of students and reported 
much personal satisfaction from this.  
 
The issues that staff identified as important for providing high quality learning experiences and 
outcomes for international students mirror those identified by students. They identified the need 
for course content to be more inclusive through a wider range of case histories, illustrative 
examples and texts with different perspectives. They recognised the need for flexible and 
negotiable learning objectives; the addressing of lack of background knowledge; and the 
inclusion of students’ experiences as resources for learning. Pedagogical issues included the 
recognition of diverse backgrounds and experiences, background knowledge, academic values 
and styles, and approaches to learning and knowledge. This also included sensitivity in 
language use, avoid excluding language and references (such as to localised issues or 
organisations, acronyms and jokes) and the need to invite and value different perspectives in 
carefully constructed, whole group discussions. Assessment issues highlighted by staff also 
closely mirrored the issues raised by students. They recognised the need for negotiable and 
flexible topics and deadlines and explicit criteria. This involves providing training and 
‘scaffolding’ in assessment types; allowing students to use their own background knowledge 
and experience; and a recognition of different modes of expression and approaches to learning. 
It also entails an awareness by staff of their own cultural academic assumptions of ‘ability’. 
 
Many lecturers recognised that common unit objectives (attitudes, knowledge and skills) 
assume homogeneity of learners and the desirability of homogeneous learning outcomes. They 
instead offered flexible and negotiable learning objectives and outcomes and learning contracts 
for individual needs and interests. Some members of lecturers recognised that students may 
have no previous experience of some types of assessment and may need training and 
‘scaffolding’ until they are familiar with these approaches. Some were also aware that their own 
perceptions of ability were influenced by cultural assumptions, and that students were often 
being assessed for their mastery of academic discourse rather than for critical or original 
thinking. They recognised different styles and approaches to learning and allowed students to 
use their own words and ways of expressing ideas, assessing content rather than penalising for 
spelling and grammar (although some did still correct this or point to areas that needed 
improvement).  
 
Lecturers mentioned several tensions and difficulties for them in trying to meet the learning 
needs of their international students. The size of classes is a major constraint to what the 
lecturers consider to be “good” teaching practice due to the difficulty of tailoring classes to suit 
a wide range of ability, experience and language skills of students. This included the anonymity 
of large classes and the lack of interpersonal interaction with students. The number of students 
in a class impacted on their ability to have a student-centred, interactive class as opposed to a 
lecturer-directed one. However, the lecturers who give lectures with a large number of students 
did discuss different strategies that they use in large lecture theatres that promote interaction 
between students themselves and among students, such as the use of short quizzes to check 
comprehension and buzz groups. 
 
Lack of time, tight budgets and heavy workloads were the other key constraints to teaching 
practice. Some lecturers specifically mentioned that a lack of time impacted not only on how 
much preparation they could do for a class, but also on the amount of feedback they could give 
students, either written or during consultation hours. Lecturers indicated that they want to give 
extensive written and oral feedback to students so that they can be aware of their strengths and 
weaknesses, but that time and budget restraints impeded their ability to do so. Lecturers’ 
comments revealed a high level of frustration and stress and a sense of being overworked. 
They described the constraints as seriously impeding their ability to accomplish what they 
described as the purpose of a university education - developing independent, critical thinking 
and intercultural skills in students.  
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Despite these constraints, they still see their achievements in terms of student learning and 
developing independent, critical thinking skills. Importantly, most of them discussed including 
the different cultural backgrounds of students as a resource to broaden the thinking of all. A key 
finding of both of the studies is the lecturers’ use of the cultural diversity in their classes. Most 
of them discussed seeing international and local students as a resource for each other, using 
their different experiences to see issues from multiple perspectives. They encouraged students 
to work in multicultural groups and provided assessment tasks where different cultural 
knowledge was required in order for all students to broaden their cultural knowledge and 
experiences – a key objective of most university mission statements. Their comments indicate 
that they have implemented an intercultural dimension to both their teaching practice and their 




This paper has explored international students’ and lecturers’ beliefs about teaching and 
learning practices for international students. It has pointed to some of the key difficulties in this 
area, as well as some of the areas where teaching and learning practices can be improved to 
enhance the learning of international students and provide ways for lecturers to better meet the 
needs of the diverse range of learners in their classrooms. The research pointed to a number of 
issues that need to be recognised and addressed. These included the need for lecturers to 
examine the cultural basis for their teaching and learning practices and for them to take greater 
account of cultural and other background influences on learning. It also pointed to the lack of 
training for lecturers in teaching international students as well as the need for more research 
into international students’ learning experiences.  
 
University lecturers who wish to improve the ways that they meet the learning needs of their 
international students need to understand the different approaches to knowledge and learning 
in different cultures and their impacts on the learning experiences and outcomes of students 
studying overseas. Such an understanding will assist lecturers in identifying the assumptions 
underpinning their curriculum and assessment practices, in order to understand how they might 
change these to benefit both local and international students through the promotion of richer 
and more diverse learning environments and an appreciation of cultural diversity. In times of 
global uncertainty, it is imperative that universities promote global understanding in order for 
graduates to be able to have the skills, knowledge and attitudes required to operate 
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